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SLIDER:
CHAPTER ONE

Timnah Card
Fifteen-year-old Harold Slider wanes to save someone-he just doesn't know who.
Melanie, the girl next door, is a great friend and a darn good kisser, bur she's pretty selfsufficient. Harold tries to rescue another girl at school, Bobbie Sue Langer (known
behind her back as Bopsie Lingerie), who might be having a bit more than boyfriend
trouble. Then again, she might not. Harold doesn't know for sure. He just knows he has
to save her .. . but who's going to save him?

leaned into the screen, pushing the mesh out till I could see the girl
dancing on the lawn next door. I'm pretty good with comic book
figures, like superheroes and stuff, but actual, real people still fascinate
me. I can't draw chem right, though I've learned some tricks chat help.
The art teacher at my high school in San Diego used to cell us to
measure proportions by holding up a pencil and then using our thumbs
to mark the ends of things. Then I figured out chat I could make a
three-dimensional image two-dimensional in my head and just draw
what I see. That works pretty good too.
But this chick next door kept moving around, and it was hard to get
her down on paper. She did some of the moves over and over, but coo
fast for me to draw-some of them looked kind of violent. Then she
yelled and punched the air, and I knew it was some kind of martial arc
thing. But it looked like dancing anyway.
So far I had her head-from the back, kind of off to the side, so her
ponytail looked real-and the line of her left side, and the top of her
right leg. I had to keep erasing everything else. I'd done her arms three
times already. I hate arms. I always make chem too long or too shore.
I probably could have drawn her better if I'd sat on the porch, instead
of peering out of a window ten feet off the ground, but she'd probably
freak out if she saw a strange guy watching her do her stuff. Mom and
I just moved into the apartment yesterday.
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The windowsill I was sitting on didn't help my drawing any, either.
The sill was so narrow that I had to plant my foot on Mom's battered old
coffee table to keep my head against the screen, and my drawing pad
kept slipping down. But the sun was setting, and the light flowing past
the end of the girl's house sent these great shadows flickering across
her body as she dipped and turned. I wanted to figure out that play of
light and dark before the sun went down.
The girl pranced out of sight again, her black ponytail bobbing. "No
no no," I whispered. "Come back." I leaned harder into the screen. She
did come back, but only partway. "Come on, dancing girl," I said. "I've
already got that side. Back up some more. Or even better, come dance by
the fence right up close."
The screen jerked out from my cheek, then gave completely. "Whoa!"
I yelled, grabbing for the wall, the sliding windowpane, anything. One
forearm slammed into the metal window track on the wall behind me
and scraped along it-I tried to clutch the track, but my fingers popped
off the edge. I was falling too fast. I flailed my other hand for the
windowpane and missed.
Somebody screamed. I don't think it was me.

I turned facedown as I fell-hit the ground hands first and skidded
forward, my nose mashed into my cheek. I gasped and rolled onto my
back. White spots spun through an inky haze. Then the spots faded.
The sky above me was a blue so deep I could drown in it. I'd thought
no place could beat San Diego for blue sky, but this was it, crisp and
limitless. This was the real thing.
"Are you okay?" The dancing girl knelt beside me, her face framed in
sky. An egg-shaped face, a coppery oval with a pointed chin and a wide
mouth. Intense brown eyes gazing into mine, her hands on my face ...
her thumb tugged my right, bottom eyelid down.
"Do you know your name?" the girl asked.
"Hunh?"
"Your name. Can you tell me what it is?"
"Oh." She was beautiful. Why hadn't I seen that before?
"You stay right here. Don't you even wiggle your fingers. Just stay
put." And she was gone.
I had been ministered to by an angel. I realized I could still breathe.
"Oh God," I said.
Above me something pounded on wood. I inched my head around.
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Sure enough, the girl was up the stairs, thumping at the apartment door.
She rang the bell too-ding-dong-ding-dong-ding-dong cascaded out the
window like dozens of tiny bells, hit with dozens of tiny hammers by
dozens of tiny elves.
My head began to hurt, especially my nose and the place on my forehead where I'd hit and skidded in the grass.
I heard the door open. "What is it?" Mom sounded kind of ticked off.
"There's a boy-"
"Harold!" Mom rushed down the stairs. "Are you hurt? Are you
bleeding anywhere?"
I sat up. The screen lay on the grass next to me. Mom kicked it aside
and grabbed my shoulders and then my head. She glared at me. "If
you've given yourself another concussion, young man, I will ground you
for a month."
"You might want to get him checked over by a doctor," the girl said,
coming back down the stairs. '.'Just in case."
Mom nodded, still angry. "The size of your medical bills this summer, " she muttered. She smacked my arm. "Can you stand up?"
I nodded and eased to my feet. Mom caught me when I staggered.
"Easy now," she said. "Up the stairs and lie down on the couch."
The girl stood back to let us by. She was almost as tall as me. I tried
to shake off Mom's grip, to show the girl that I could walk up the stairs
by myself, but Mom dug her fingernails into my arm.
"Do you have a doctor in town?" the girl asked as we lurched by. "You
just moved here, right?"
Mom answered her. "My sister just lives a couple of miles away. I'll
take him to her doctor."
"Because if you want, I could get my dad to come over when he gets
home from golfing. I bet he'd see him for free, since you're new neighbors
and all."
"We'll be all right. I'll just take him to Kathy's doctor."
Mom wanted to help me up the stairs, but no way I was going to put
my arm around her in front of a total stranger. Especially not if the stranger
was a gorgeous female. I ended up having to dutch the iron railing with
both hands in order to haul myself up to the apartment, Mom climbing up
behind me in case I fell. The girl followed us inside.
Cardboard boxes were still stacked everywhere, most of them open.
I crashed on the green couch in the living room, where one of our old
rotating fans swept around, blowing the flaps on the opened boxes up
and down like wings.
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Mom turned to the girl. "Really," she said, "we'll be fine. "
The girl looked worried. "I didn't mean it like a sales pitch," she said.
'Tm sorry if it sounded that way."
She stood half in the dark of the apartment and half in the light
from the door. Shadows again. My drawing pad. Was it outside on the
lawn? Had the girl seen it? Maybe it had fallen in the window well of
the apartment downstairs . I sat up, but Mom pushed me down again,
a little too hard. My brain bounced against my skull. "Ow," I said.
She barely glanced at me. "Sorry."
"Are you okay?" the girl asked me.
"Fine," I said. "Just dandy." Dumb, dumb. What kind ofloser says
"dandy"? I rubbed the scratched-up part of my forehead. Bits of grass
sprinkled my face, and I sneezed.
Pow! Brain ricochet, like the one before but times twelve. I clutched
my head.
"Please, Mrs.-"
"Slider," Mom said.
"Please, Mrs. Slider," the girl repeated. "Really, my dad would be glad
to see him."
"Thank you for your help." Mom stepped toward the girl, smiling the
way she does when she's going to say no. "You can tell your father that
he should be proud of you. What's your name?"
"Melanie. Melanie Davowitz."
Melanie Davowitz, I repeated to myself. Like honey and soda fizz
all swirled together.
"Well, you're certainly a quick thinker. Especially for someone so
young."
'Tm old enough to know when an injury is potentially serious."
Mom backed her out the door. "Fine. Thanks again." She shut the
door and turned around. "Well," she said, her hand on her hip. "I guess
I'd better call your aunt Kathy."
I washed my face while Mom phoned first Kathy, then the doctor's
office. The doctor had gone home for the day, but the answering service
referred us to a 24-hour clinic across town. Kathy said she'd come over
and drive us there, since Mom had sold our car to pay for the move from
San Diego.
I hadn't seen Kathy for years before we moved here. She came out to
California to visit us once when I was about eight, but after that there were
only a couple of phone calls a year until my dad left. When Mom saved up
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enough to buy the computer, she and Kathy started emailing each other
like technofiends.
While I was waiting for Mom to get off the phone, I found my
mechanical pencil on the carpet in the living room. I peered out the
window. There lay my drawing pad, dirty and crumpled in the bottom
floor window well. Mom said she'd get it for me when we left for the
clinic, and would I please stop wandering around and just sit somewhere.
I sat on the couch again. My whole body hurt and I was starting to
feel nauseated, like I always did when I concussed myself. Last time I'd
puked all over my bed. Mom had come into my room and stroked my
head until I felt better. Then she made me clean up the mess myself.
This time, my nose and hands were all scraped up, and my right ankle
was throbbing too. My foot must have actually dragged along the brick
wall of the apartment building on my way down. I was lucky I hadn't
been barefoot, like I usually am when I'm drawing in the house.

When Kathy pulled up in her tiny red hatchback, the window screen
was up on the porch, propped against the ironwork railing. Mom swung
the screen inside and locked the door.
"That was nice of her," I said, rubbing my eyes.
"You mean Kathy?" asked Mom.
"Melanie," I said, trying out the name and liking it. "It was nice of
her to bring the screen up."
Mom gave a short nod. "She seems like a nice girl."
"So why didn't you take her up on the doctoring thing? She said it
was free."
"We don't take handouts, honey," Mom said. "We can pay our own way."
I hitched myself down the stairs after her, clutching the railing. "I
don't think it was supposed to be a handout."
"If you don't take any favors from strangers, you don't have to repay
them."
What about repaying Kathy? But I knew better than to say that out
loud. Kathy wasn't a stranger; she was family, whatever that meant.
Besides, Mom was climbing down into the window well to get my drawing pad.
The first few pages of the pad were bent and a top corner was caked
with dirt, but it was okay. None of the pages were ripped, even. As I
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shuffled to the car, I flipped through the pages I'd done in colored pencil
and found the one with my line drawing of the girl-Melanie. Now I
wished I'd drawn her facing me, even though I was better at drawing
comic book characters than I was at real people. Could I get that kind of
beauty on paper?
Kathy reached across the seat and opened the door for my mom.
"How you feeling, Harold?" Kathy asked.
"Only two days in a new place and already he's conked his head,"
Mom said. She got in the backseat and let me sit up front next to Kathy.
I put on my seatbelt. "I don't think I'll puke in your car," I said.
Kathy laughed. "You look better than I thought you would, after a fall
like that. "
'Tm getting good at it."
"Your mom was telling me. You fell out of a tree, you fell when you
were skateboarding-"
"Trying to skateboard," I said. ''I'd never done it before."
Mom broke in, "So for his first time, he goes off to one of those halftubes or whatever they are, and jumps off the platform without a helmet."
"I didn't have a helmet."
Kathy laughed again. At least she didn't mention the third time my
head got whacked this summer-when Jason Farquhar and his buddies
caught me alone down by the old overpass. I knew Mom had told her
about it, too.
Kathy was our only family now, on Mom's side, anyway. She used to
live here in Holliday with their father, who was a real jerk, according
to Mom. Then, six months ago, the old guy died-spitting curses to the
last, Kathy said-and now we were living here in the same dinky little
town Mom had married Dad to get away from. I still wasn't sure how
I felt about our moving here so fast, but I actually kind of liked Aunt
Kathy. She seemed real.
Mom's dry voice came from the backseat. "If he bangs himself up any
more, they're going to think I did it."
I caught a sudden image of Dad, yelling at me in the kitchen ...
to change the subject, I said, "At least this time I met a girl because of it."
"Really." Kathy winked at me. "Is she girlfriend potential?"
That was a bit more personal than I wanted. "I don't know. She's
really pretty." I remembered how her face had looked surrounded by blue
sky. Like it belonged.
"I didn't think she was that pretty," Mom said. "Strong-willed, yes.
And she has a nice face. But I wouldn't say she was really pretty."
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"I would," I said.
"You just took a hie to the head." Boch Mom and Kathy laughed at
chat one.

I left my pad in the car when we got to the clinic. Since it was her
fourth time through chis and the glamour had worn off, I cold Mom she
could sit with Kathy out in the waiting room while I got looked over.
A distracted-looking guy felt my head and checked my eyes and moved
my arms and legs around. I said "nope" a lot and "ow" a couple of times.
He nodded whenever I said "ow."
"No breaks," the guy said at last. "You're lucky."
The inky haze was still hanging on at the edges of my vision. I pressed the
heels of my hands into my eyes. "I have another concussion, right?"
"And an ankle sprain." Then he laid a bunch of instructions on me
about not going into a coma while I was asleep, not walking around
more than I had to, not taking any more flying leaps out of apartment
buildings-scuff I could have told him myself.
"It's not like chis is my first concussion," I said.
"Yeah, that's what your mom said. Try sitting on the couch next time."
Then the guy wiped my forehead and nose and hands with alcohol
and taped gauze on me, and wrapped my ankle in an Ace bandage. He
wasn't too gentle, but I lived through it. I could always rewrap my ankle
lacer. The front desk gave Mom a paper with some more instructions on
it, and then they sent us home.

Outside, the sky was all purple except for a ribbon of pure gold down
over the western mountains. The gold leaked out into the purple, and
some stars poked through even in the bright part of the sky. The sun
rolled low in the golden bit. Indigo and dark mustard, I thought,
matching the colors with the pencils I kept in a canister under my bed.
And canary yellow for the scars.
The last two days had been warm, but Mom said it would get cold
soon. Almost in proof, the wind had picked up last night when
the sun went down. I'd left my bedroom window open all night to
catch it. The wind was blowing now too, and a wall of cool air swooshed
through the leaves in the trees and hustled through Kathy's tiny car. I
turned my face into the wind and closed my eyes. Then Kathy putted
around the corner into our neighborhood.
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Our tiny fourplex, two apartments stacked on two others, stood
black against the golden sky, half a story higher than Melanie's house
next door. To the right of our fourplex sat two more pint-sized apartment buildings, all gussied up to look like houses, and then the corner.
To the left of Melanie's house, a- line of real houses marched down the
street to fill the rest of the block. Every lawn had at least one big tree in
it. Ours had two, one on either side of the walk up to the metal stairs.
Mom kept saying we never could have afforded a place like chis in
San Diego.
Kathy stopped at the curb but left the motor running. "You cake care
of yourself, Harold," she said. "And you too, Jean."
"I really appreciate chis, Kathy," Mom said as we got out. "You let us
know when we can help you out."
"Sure thing." Kathy let off the brake and drove away.

We hobbled up to the apartment, with me drinking in the breeze as
I limped along. The cool air settled my stomach. Inside, the fan was still
on, blowing the cardboard wings up and down in the dark.
This time Mom got me my puking bowl hersel£ "You go lie down, I can
do it," she said, even though this meant she had to rummage through box
after box searching for it. I sat on the couch and watched her.
I had a favorite puking bowl-a medium-sized orange plastic one. It
was deep enough to hold a bucketload of puke, but still light enough and
small enough that I didn't have to worry about spilling on the way to the
bathroom. When Mom found it, she bawled me out for the brown stains
on the inside from when I waited too long before I rinsed it out the last
time. Then she told me to go to sleep; she'd come in every couple of
hours to see if I was comatose yet.
I carried the bowl into my room along with a tall glass of water. There
were boxes in here, too, but I'd unpacked some earlier today. I had only
four to go: my comic book boxes. Three boxes full of commercial comics
and one box of comics I'd drawn myself. That one read HAROLD'S
COMIC BOOKS on the side, the words in tight little capitals in a caption bubble. Underneath I'd drawn a cartoon of me in a cape, raising a
comic book and a pen high in victory. I'd unpack the rest as soon as
Mom got me some shelves for my bare walls.
The first thing I'd unpacked was the reading glasses. Well, really I'd
unpacked my clothes first, but I only did them to get to the glasses,
which I'd wrapped in one of my old T-shirts and stowed in the middle of
the box when we were getting ready to leave San Diego.
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Mom still didn't know I had chem. When Dad had left two years
ago, he'd taken only his shaving stuff, his travel alarm, his yellow polo
shirt and one pair of jeans. Mom packed up all the rest-there wasn't
much-and took it out to the dump herself. She said she wanted to hurl
each thing out into the landfill with a special curse, one at a time.
I'd grabbed the glasses out of the pile while Mom had her head under
the bed, shoveling out a pile of Dad's half-used sketchbooks. Then I ran
back to my room and hid them in one of my old shoes. Now they were
in my underwear drawer, tucked way back behind the decent sets and
shrouded in a raggedy pair of Spiderman briefs I'd held onto since
the second grade.
I kept chinking I ought to throw the glasses away. I never tried chem
on anymore, never peered at my reflection in the bathroom mirror to see
if I was growing up to look like him. I hated him. I hated remembering
him. He'd never hie Mom, which was why we stayed. She kept chinking she would talk him out of smacking me. Finally he hit her too, and
when she called the cops he took off. His scuff was gone when I got
home from school the next day.
Talk hadn't worked with Jason and his gang, either. They'd had no
cause to fight me-they didn't even know my name. I was just some
dumb kid down by the overpass by myself, and they were looking for an
easy mark.
I fought back. I got in a few shots. It was just like Dad beating on me
again, and there was no way I was just going to curl up and cry. I wasn't a
kid anymore. But there were five of chem and one of me. They whacked
my head against the concrete a couple of times and then really got to
work. After they beat me pulpless, I crawled into the bushes and threw
up. Then I went home and threw up again.
That was a month and a half ago. Now I lay on my bed in the dark,
sick again, my arm around my good old orange bowl. Through the open
door came the click-click-click of Mom typing instant messages in her
room down the hall. My stomach gurgled.
When I finally zonked off, I dreamed of falling.
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